Response to interferon-alpha 2a in patients with e antigen-negative chronic hepatitis B.
Sixty-eight consecutive patients with chronic hepatitis B received 702 million units of recombinant interferon-alpha 2a. Of the 24 patients negative for hepatitis B e antigen (HBeAg) in serum, the normalization of serum transaminase occurred in 14 (58%) at the completion of interferon therapy and in 13 (54%) at 12 months thereafter; it was normalized in 17 (39%) and 13 (30%), respectively, of the 44 HBeAg-positive patients. Of the HBeAg-negative patients, hepatitis B virus DNA was cleared from serum in six (25%) at the completion and in one (4%) at 12 months thereafter, in contrast to only one (2%, p < 0.05) and none of the HBeAg-positive patients, respectively. The 1896th nucleotide of G (G1896) for codon 28 for tryptophan or A (A1896) for the stop codon 28 in the precore region was determined by restriction fragment length polymorphism. The ten HBeAg-negative patients with A1896 only in the precore region had lower pretreatment levels of viral markers, which decreased more rapidly and extensively after interferon than in the 14 HBeAg-negative patients with a mixture of G1896 and A1896 or in the 44 HBeAg-positive patients. These results indicate that patients with HBeAg-negative chronic hepatitis B may respond better to interferon than HBeAg-positive patients, and that the precore mutant with the stop codon 28 may be sensitive to interferon.